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Those who have served é 
 

Incumbents of St. Paulõs, Bow Common: 
 
Rev. Arthur Benjamin Cotton     First Vicar  1858-1878  
(son of William Cotton, benefactor and builder of the church)  
 
This account from the East London Church Chronicle (ELCC) for 1908 has 
already been quoted earlier: 
ôé  a magnificent church was built by the late William Cotton, the founder of St. 
Andrew, Bethnal Green, and was consecrated in 1858 by Rt. Rev. Dr. Tait, the Bishop 
of London. The Church stood in a lovely position in the fields, with the Blackwall 
Railway Extension in the background. On a dark night the good people might be seen 
picking their way across the fields with the aid of lanterns, and occasionally coming to grief in the gravel pits. Then 
roads were made and houses sprang up like mushrooms, and the great Church was filled with suburban residents 
during the incumbency of the first Vicar, Rev. A.B. Cotton, who resigned in 1878 after twenty yearsõ work. 
 

In the ôRetrospectõ which Arthur Cotton also wrote in 19 08 for the 50th Anniversary Booklet, he said this:   
ôDuring the incumbency of the first Vicar Rev. A.B. Cotton, the population rapidly increased from 1,400 to 14,000 
souls, and the Church was filled to overflowing, but after twenty years of ever increasing work he effected an exchange 
of Livings with the Rev. Rowland T. Plummer, who became the second Vicar in 1878.õThis exchange was for the 
ancient parish of St. Leonardõs, Hartley-Mauditt, Hampshire.  
 

Work was hard but these were perhaps the most prosperous and ôsuccessfulõ days for the church with good 
resources of finance and personnel to share the work. Things got harder very soon. 
 

Rev. Rowland Taylor Plummer       Second Vicar     1878-1900 
The work of the new church was clearly exceptionally demanding and led to the first 
Vicar ôswappingõ parishes with the man who then became his successor at Bow Common.  
As the ELCC noted, a lot changed for the worse during Rev. 
Plummerõs incumbency, including over-strained finances and 
very inadequate staffing, which led tragically to his breakdown 
and retirement:  
 

ôDuring the incumbency of the second Vicar, Rev. R.T. Plummer, the 
population increased to nearly 15,000, but with the removal of well-
to-do people, financial difficulties arose, and he was compelled to 
appeal to the E.L.C.F. to provide stipends for the Assistant Clergy. 
£135 per annum was granted for a second Curate, and with the help 
of volunteers, the parish was worked by a staff of five clergy and many 
lay-helpers, until disaster came in the utter breakdown in the of the Vicarõs  Health and his 
resignation in 1900.õ 
 

Arthur Cotton also noted this in his 
Retrospect:  

ôIn 1892, Church life was at its highest activity, the parish being 
worked by a staff of five priests. Communions on Easter Day, 
numbered 508, baptisms 330 for the year, nearly a hundred 
candidates were presented for Confirmation each year, and 
1200 children were being taught in the various Sunday Schools, 
but since then the population has changed very much and work 
has suffered, and the second Vicar resigned in 1900, completely 
broken down in health, and was succeeded by the Rev. W. 
Forster , who had been Assistant Curate since 1885.õ 
 

He died in 1914 and on 7th April 1914 this very short 
report appeared in the local newspaper (EEM) 

1890 
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Rev. Walter Forster              Third Vicar            1900-1928 
Curate 1885-1900 
 
As we heard from  Arthur Cotton, the parish was a t perhaps its greatest peak around 1892 in terms 
of the size of the congregation, number of clergy, range of parish activities and, above all, financial 
resources with which to carry on all this work. Rowland Plummer saw both the peak of ministry 
at Bow Common as well, during his final years, the sharp decline of what the parish was able to 
do, with the prosperous parishioners moving far out and workers being harder both to find and to 
fund.  
 

Of the four curates who assisted him, Rev Walter Forster  who arrived in 1885 would also have 
witnessed both the rise and decline of the parishõs fortunes. He is the figure on the right of the 
picture, taken around 1890. Rowland Plummer is at the centre and the other curate is un-named. 
On the left is an image from Walter Forsterõs later days in his 43 years spent in the parish, 15 years 
as curate and 28 years as Vicar. 
 

Walter Forster 
therefore had no 
illusions about 
the job in hand 
when he was 
appointed to 
succeed Rowland 
Plummer in 1900 
as the third Vicar.  
He oversaw the 
50th anniversary 
celebrations in 
1908, the same 
year in which the ELCC article above noted: 

 

ôSince 1900 difficulties have increased by the immigration of an alien population and the overwhelming 
growth of poverty. Again, the E.L.C.F came to the rescue with a further grant of £30 per year: but the parish 
has only a staff of three priests and a very few lay-workers. 
 

This parish, like many in the East End, has buildings and everything needful, but lacks the necessary workers 
but must have gone under long ago, but for the E.L.C.F.  A ship has been the emblem of the Catholic Church 
since primitive times, but in the East End it must be likened to a ship without a crew to man it.  ô 
 

Alas, almost nothing has come down to us about these men who gave so much for the life of the 
church and their community.  
 

On 19th October 1934  The Church Times had these few lines to record the passing of Walter Forster 
two days earlier.  
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Rev. Ralph Jonathan Goodwin     Fourth Vicar  1928-1938 
 

There is no information  about the third Vicar of St. Paulõs, Bow Common in the church archive.  
In the section on St. Lukeõs, Burdett Rd., published a week after his Licensing as the third Vicar on 
7th July 1928, the East London Advertiser surveyed the recent and past church life of the area as a 
glimpse of the world the new Vicar would be engaging with.  
 

Rev. Cyril E. Carter           Fifth Vicar           1938-1950 
 

Revd. Cyril Carter (on the left) arrived as the fourth Vicar of the Parish in 
the dark days immediately before World War II and saw the parish and 
church through the even darker days of the Blitz and the destruction of his 
church. Really, he knew the building for only two to  three years before it 
was badly shaken by the explosion of a land-mine nearby in September 
1940 and then totally destroyed six months later by incendiaries in 1941. 
Thereafter, for the next nine years he and his congregation met and 
worshipped wherever they could and he must have held the church 
together through its most testing times.  The whole of this account opened 
with those War -time days and the PCC records track Fr. Carter and his 
people in their movements & challenges. 
 

Late in 1950 just one line in the Church Council Minutes states: 
17 October 1950 
 ôThe Vicar stated that he had been offered and accepted the Benefice of Holy 
Trinity, Hounslow.õ 

 

The church now had no buildings and no Vicar and the Minutes are useful in following the steps 
and processes which led to the building of the most remarkable new church of St. Paulõs, Bow 
Common, the likes of which could never have been imagined in those later post -War days. 
 

There is a certain poignancy of this next photo which is perh aps the last one that we have of ônormal 
timesõ before disaster struck. It is a photo of the church choir  captured on Sunday 7th April 1940.  
 

Seated next to Fr. Carter is his curate Fr. Cobb who had been in the parish for about a year. Easter 
was now behind them and 
even with trepidation 
about how the War was 
going to develop, no-one 
could have imagined the 
relentless attacks and 
destruction which would 
come just 5 months later 
when the Blitz began on 
7th September 1940.   
 

The undamaged church 
can be seen behind the 
group, never to be used 
again after the collateral 
damage it suffered on 20th 
September of that year 
and then devastation on 
19th March 1941, its days finally ended. 
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There is almost nothing in the record about any of that vast array of people who make up the 
majority of any church ð its lay people! The view above however, unusually , identifies some of the 
laity  and it is good to be able to name even a few. Extraordinarily, in my own ministry I came to 
know one of them personally, Henry Haywood, and had the deeply sad privilege of attending his 
death. The young Henry Haywood shown at the right end of the 2 nd row was part of a solid St. 
Paulõs, Bow Common family. They all moved from Bow Common and Henry came to St. Dunstanõs 
where I got to know him very well as churchwarden in my first years of ordained ministry at St. 
Dunstanõs, Stepney. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Harold Kingstonõs son Horace came to be churchwarden before Fr. Kirkby arrived and as my 
neighbour, still living in the School Caretakerõs house right next door to the vicarage until his 
death, was the only person in the congregation who had known the old church and had watched 
it burn down.  He was a truly good man and a real friend and neighbour and very sadly, I was also 
to attend his death. Harold is 2 nd from the right on the back row.  
 

 
 
This tribute to Fr. Carter is from a local 
newspaper on 24th November 1950. 
 

 

It is a glowing tribute to his ministry in 
perhaps the parishõs darkest and most 
difficult days as well as, clearly, a much 
valued ministry, along with that of his 
wife, to children a nd in education.  
 

The article continues on the following 
page. 
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The PCC Minutes recount: 
 
16 November 1950 
 
 ôThe following Minute to be sent to the Bishop of London: 

 
 
ôMy Lord Bishop, in accord with our 
privilege, we the Parochial Church 
Council of St. Paulõs, Bow Common 
wish to make request to your Lordship 
that the vacancy in this Parish caused 
by the preferment of the Rev. C. E. 
Carter be filled by a priest who is 
Catholic and loyal to the Book of 
Common Prayerõ.õ 
 

12 December 1950 
 ôMr. W. Haywood introduced the 
Rev. G. Kirkby who addressed the 
meeting and stated his views. He was 
asked a number of questions and 
suitably responded. It was 
unanimously agreed by the PCC that 
a letter should be sent to the Bishop 
saying that we were pleased with the 
interview and would welcome Fr. 
Kirkby as our new Vicar.õ 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The vastly changed parish to which Fr. Kirkby came. This view, taken on 5th July 1950, shows 
temporary prefabricated housing on the site of William Cottonõs fine town terraces, all now 
destroyed, with the ôtrimmedõ shell of the old church in the background.  
 



- 267 - 
 

Rev. Reginald Gresham Kirkby       Sixth Vicar  1951-1994 
 

Fifth  Vicar of  St. Lukeõs, Burdett Rd., and Priest-in-Charge of St. Paulõs 
Bow Common,        Sixth Vicar of St. Paulõs, Bow Common and 
First Vicar of the United Benefice of St. Paul with St. Luke from July  
1951  
 

Without Fr. Kirkbyõs vision, persistence, genius, stubbornness and 
refusal to compromise on the unique and radical outlook which he held 
there would not be the remarkable building upon which this account 
primarily focuses and which is now recognised as the most significant 
post-War church in Britain. It was his  instinct which spotted the gifts 
and shared vision held by Bob Maguire and Keith Murray and together 
they evolved the remarkable building which has been described here 
across many pages! 
 

In what follows a few items from the small collection which exists about 
him in the church archive is gathered in tribute to this remarkable man.  
 

Below perhaps are the earliest photos we have of Fr. Kirkby in 1951, 
having recently arrived in the parish and c elebrating a Feast of St. Paul in the ruins of the old church, 
marking the news  that a new church would arise on that spot ð as indeed it would some nine years later. 

On the left, Fr. Kirkby  is the figure by the altar and behind 
him are Fr. Whittaker, his curate, and Fr. Hordern, anoth er 
priest. 

Here is Fr. Kirkby very early in his incumbency, at the altar of St. Lukeõs, 

Burdett Rd. which was used after St. Paulõs had been bombed out. 
 

On the right is Fr. 

Kirkby in 1958 

assisting the Bishop 

of Stepney, The Rt. 

Rev. Everard Lunt, 

in the laying of the 

Foundation Stone of 

his new church 

which would be 

consecrated in 1960. 

Fr Kirkby in  1988 
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The 1950õs ôSkiffleõ star Lonnie 
Donegan is seen here in 1958 
helping launch the Appeal for the 
new building and also the new 
Stebon School nearby. 
 

I read somewhere that Fr. Kirkby 
conducted Lonnie Doneganõs first 
marriage without realising how 
well -known he was!  
 

There are no photographs of Fr. 
Kirkby at the consecration of his new church but one of the first major 

services was a celebration in the church shortly after its consecration in 1960 to celebrate the Centenary of 
the Church School. He is seen at the altar with curate, Fr. John Rowe. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A glimpse of some of the congregation on 28th November 1965. Fr. Kirkby is at the right.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1955 
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In 1968 Fr. Kirkby 
celebrated his silver 
jubilee of priesthood.  
The East London 
Advertiser featured the 
celebrations in this 
article. He comments on 
attitudes to the new 
church! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In 1972 the new Church School (also by Maguire and Murray) was dedicated by the Bishop of 
Stepney, The Rt. Rev. Trevor Huddleston.  
 

A Dedication Mass was held in the church at which Fr. Kirkby assisted. 
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In 1988 a real accolade for the church, and a national recognition of its importance ju st 28 years 
after it was opened, from t he Dept. of the Environment as the church was granted Listed Status ð 
not just Grade II but Grade II * - that ô*õ meaning that the building was recognised so early on as 
being of ôimportance or more then special interest.õ 
 

The rules only permit a minimum of  30 years to pass before a building can attain such listed status 
and so that period had been applied to the design and first beginnings of the church in 1958 rather 
than its consecration in 1960. 
 

The Independent newspaper had this article about this and other buildings g ranted listed status in 
April 1988 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



- 271 - 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



- 272 - 
 

The East London Advertiser 8th April 1988 
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Six years later Fr. Kirkby retired after 43 years at St. Paulõs, Bow Common, leaving behind him an 
extraordinary legacy in his remarkable building which, as I discovered during the 18 years which 
followed, had so much more to reveal in the future.  
This article appeared in East End Life on 10th March 1994. 
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What remains of Fr.; Kirkbyõs final sermon  ... 

 
And his final letter to the church following his retirement é 


